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Dissidents in the 
Arabian Peninsula 9 


Encouraged by the overthrow uf the Shah of Ira, dissidents in the Arabtar 
Peninsula monarchies—Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahra n. Qatar, the Unitec 
Arab Emirates, and Oman—are se-king to build their own asssis. 


Most are beginning from relatively weak positions and at this stage are 
cuncentrating on recruitment. Some are also trying to build their subversive 
capability, with military and financia: help from South Yemen and radical 
Palestinian and Lebanese leftist factions. Leftists in several Peninsula 
countries are trying to broaden their appeal by adding reforms demanded b: 
Shia leaders to their own demands for political liberalization. The critictsmn: 
of existing regimes leveled from left and right are remarkably parallel. 
varticularly on the issue of corruption. 


Several constraints limit dissident efforts to expand their organizavons. 
Most dissident groups are headed by exiles who have relatively smail bases 
of support in their own countries. Leftist liberation front groups, which 
proliferated in the region through the mid-1970s. are particularly affected 
by a history of inept leadership, government penetration and arrests. 
membershio defections, and institutional rivalries. 


The potential threat from religiously based dissident groups now seems 
greater than any Current threat from traditionai eftist groups. The extent o. 
Shia unrest is difficult to estimate, and Shia demands vary—leaders 
harangus the ruling families for ungodliness and corruption, but so far bave 
stopped short of calling for a revolution similar to Av2tollan Khome:ni's 
revolution in Iran. Like the leftists, they urge political and economic reform: 
and reicase of all political prisoners, but above all they ins.st on the 
establishment of an islamic government based on close observance of 
religious law and custom. Shia populations in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates are heavily representsd in = 
variety of organizations, both secular and religious: some Shia leaders are 
appointees of the Ayatollah Khomeini and have ties to religious figures anc 
militant organizations in [ran. 


Conservative Sunni groups. like the Muslim Brotherhood. also urge the 
overthrow of corrupt. non-Islamic governments and the establichment of a 
unified Islamic state. but they appear so far to be focusing their activities 
outside the peninsula. 





South Yemen, Iraq, Libya. the USSR. and Palestinian factions are giving 
aid and encouragement to both leftist and religious dissidents, while at the 


same time they are trying to expand their own bases of operations in the 
region. 


Peninsula Jeaders anticipate increasingly serious difficulties in light of the 
challenge posed at Mecca and the attempt by Iranian religious figures to 
export their revolution. In response, peninsula states will probably move 
toward closer cooperation on security Matters—intelligence exchanges on 
dissidents, improved military cooperation, and tightened internal security. 
Each leader will also seek to refurbish his islamic credentials and will 
probably support application of Islamic laws previously ignored. 





Dissidents in the 
Arabian Peninsula@y 


The Iranian revolution has revived the hopes of 
clandestine dissident factions in the Arabian Peainsuila 
that they too can organize effective opposition to the 
region's ruling families. Organizazions that had been 
languishing since the end of the Daofar redeilion in 
late 1975 are showing signs of life znd new mrterest in 
forming alliances with ethnic and religious elements 
once scorned as politicaily unreliable. At the same 
time. South Yemen and radical Palestinian factions 
are encouraging leftis: dissidents to escalate their 
attacks on the regimes while they try to widen their 
own bases of operations in the peninsuia. The main 
purpose of this study is to descride these organizations 
rather than to esumate their chances of success or to 
analyze the vulnerability of various peninsula govern- 
ments. 


Reporting on the various groups is sketchy. and we 
cannot confidently measure the capabilities of manv. 
Most of the dissident groups sppear to be heaced dy 


exiles whose aim is to channe: discontent among Shias. 


Students, workers. anc civil servants into croad!y Sased 
opposition movements. Platiorms include odjectives 
such as the restoration of representative zovernment. 
relaxation of repressive security laws, and release of 
poiiticai prisoners. Secondariiy, they are trying to 
rebuild a subversive capability on the peninsula and 
are seeking military training and financial support 
from South Yemen ano radical Palestinian and 
Lebanese ieftist factions. 


Leftist Grougs 


A variety of leftist groups have cperated in the Arabian 
Peninsula during the sast two decades. Beginning in 
the late 1960s. dissident organizations multiplied ai a 
dizzying rate. encouraged by the growing strengtn of 
the ieftist redeilion in Ornan’s Dhoiar Province anc Sy 
the British announcement in 1968 that it was with- 
drawing from the smail shaykhdoms on the Gui. 
Within a few vears, however. mosi of the dissident 
grouvs had disappeared. Some had merged to form a 


Singie organization, the Popular Front for the Lioer- 
ation of Oman and the Arab Guif (PFLOAG).* 
PFLOAG was intended by South Yemen. its main 
supporter, to spearhead coordinated attacks on the 
ruling famiiies of the peninsula states. This siratezy 
faiied, and in 197. in 2 change of taczics, PFLOAG 
was dissolvea and repiaced by several semiautonomors 
national liberation fronts individually targeted against 
governments in Oman. Banrain, Qatar. the Uaited 
Arab Emirates (UAE), and Saudi Arabia. 3p 


Other groups were seriousiy weakened by government 
penetration and arrests. internal disputes, widespread 
defections, and inept leadership. Saudi Aradia arrested 
3a large number of dissidents. inciuding disaifeczed 
snilitary officers, following coup attempts in 1969 and 
1971. Baath Party chapters in Saudi Arabia and the 
other peninsuia states lost both members and credinu- 
ity by the mid-i97Gs as they spiit along Synan-Iraqi 
lines. Neither Saathist faction ever posed a serious 
threat to peninsuia regimes. !n jate 1974 Qatar 
arrested, dismissed, or Geporzed 127 government off 
ciais for their invoivement with the >FLOAG. whiie 
Banrain and the UAE uncovered, with Omani assisi- 
ance, extensive networks of South Yemeni and 
PFLOAG agents the following year. Commuazst 
parties have never won popular support; their tendency 
to analyze peninsula problems ia 2 European Marxisz 
jargon had littie meaning to citizens of the oil-rich 
states or to the largely expatriate (snd easily ceport- 
able) work force. Smail Saudi and Kuwaiti Comme- 
wast Partres still exist, but neztber is active msade thexr 
country. SP. 


© PFLOAG eas 2 combianuen of exve-ai small but drame crams. 
all of earch hed as Chew obptive the oertnrow of the Amman 
Pemmsuia monarchies and the evmunauos of foreign ecomomec aad 
political inflpence. Groups saning PFLOAG inciuced :he dagncas- 
Seczea Navona! Democrauc Front for the Liberauon of Oman anc 
toe Arat Gail. iae Adea-taczed Popwas Fron: for the icSersnos af 


ment. estz olished by Pricsuman redicai leader George Hanbese ss 
Barut ia the Late 190cs. Se 





Coordination among leftist groups operatizg in che 
peninsula has been minimal becarse of leadership 
rivalries and institutional jealousies. but this may be 
changing. Leftists in Ku-vait have issued statements i 
support of Bahraini po" tical prisoners, and mos’ 
| peninsula leftists have talked about establishing links 
with Shia dissidents and have indicated their suport 
ma for certain Shia goals. A continuing constraint is the 
B leftists’ reluctance to ally themselves organizaticnally 
with the highly visible Shia cissidents fo: fear of 
exposing their members and organizations to infiltra- 
me tion by state security services and because they believe 
m™ the Shias would refuse to support leftist political coals. 


EEEG The Fendamentalists 


= Two types of religious-pulitical dissident groups have 
branches in the peninsuia—one represents conserva- 
om tive Sunni Musiim interests and predates the Iranian 

| revolution. while the other represents Shis Muslims 
and ts probebdly supported by Iranian reitgoous figures. 
m Information is fragmentary on both types of organiza- 
= tions. and we know little of their size. influence. or 
involvement in antigovernment activities. We have no 
information on the existence of pro-K homeini Shia 


: RA organizations pror to the February 1979 Iranian 
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All the Shia organizations have ties to religious lead 
in iran, but there is no evidence that they have received 
moncy or material aid from the tranizn Government. 3 
The Shia dissident organizations could, however, 

provide Tehran or individual religious leacers with 2 


mechanism for regulatung the activities of Iranians in | Pike | 


the region, channeling funds to Skia dissidents, and 
pressuring Arab Sunni regimes that Khomeini views 
with disfavor. eS ‘. 

Palestinian Support 

Palestinian organizations—from the more moderate 
Fatah through the radical Popular Front for tne 


Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) of George Habbash— [aaa 


have long maintained contccts with peninsula leftist 


dissidents and are now establishing links with the Sbias faa o 


as well. They are also seeking to expand their own 
organizations in the region. 


The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) has had (iam cae 


offices in each of the peninsula states since the carly 
1970s. In each state, it acts primarily as liatson 
between the substantia! Palestinian communities and 
the government. For the mest part. che PLO confines 
its activities to fundraising and drumming up supoort 
for Parestinian causes. Mos local office chiefs are 


with protecting the:r links to the ruling families than 
with challenging the rulers. In several of the states, 
patticularly the UAE, Palestinians have been allowed 
considcrable leeway, and the government has looked 
the other way while the PLO established trair.ing 


faciliues, smuggied arms. and provided safe haven for J . a i a 


peninsuia dissidems. RES 


= . 
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Because of the ske*chiness of the information on 
dissident strength and activity in the Arabiaa Penin- 
sula. it is difficult to assess the potential threat the 
organizations pose to the Sunni Arab regimes. For the 
moment, most of the groups are concentrating their 
efforts on reorganizatica and recruitment and taking 
few risks of exposure. Leftist dissidents are being 
especially cautious. They have made gestures of 
support to disaffected Shias, students, and workers and 
are attempting 10 present 2 cooperative image in order 
to broaden their base of support, but they recognize an 
inherext contradiction hetween leftist and Shia Islamic 
goals. Leftist leaders prefer to wait, believing that ume 
is on their side. that the franias situation is mierently 
enstebdie, and that unc Khomeini-ied clerical govern- 
ment will be replaced by leftists who will aid she ieftist 
cause on the peninsuia 


The Shias of the peninsala also look to Iran for clues to 
future developments. Emboldened by the success of the 
Februaty revolution aad impressed by the power of she 
mullahs, peninsula religous leaders are making 2 bid 





for a political :ole in the Arab states lining tlic Gulf. 
While few of the Shia clezics advocate the overthrow of 
their Sunni ruless, a great many are pressing their 
governments for social and econcmic reforms. Their 
efforts are hampered by the 'ack of a coherent political 
program and by rivalry among the Shia leaders for 
recognition from Khomeini. (aa 


Peninsula leaders have been.siow to respond to the new 
dissidence. Traditionally. the oil-rich states have used 
their wealth t0 co-opt the political opposition. They 
have been lax in epplving security measures and 
willing to overlook arms smuggling activities by 
dissidents. They have been especially tolerant of 
Palestinian groups. There ar signs. however, that this 
tolerance has reached its limits ano that the peninsula 
states intend more stringent measures «7 counter the 
insurgency threat: 


© Representatives of Saudi Arat.a. Kuwait. Bakrain, 
Qatar. the UAE, and Oman met in Taf m mid 
October and reportedly agreed to exchange ..::2ili- 
gence or. subversive activities in the area. Mmprove 
military cooneration, and make an “extraordinary” 
effort to improve relations with Iran. 


e Kuwait and Bahzaia are closely monitoring the 
activities of Shia and feftist dissidents. In the past 
severa! months, both countries have put PEStristiOns 
on public gatherings. closed some Shia meeting 


houses. and increased security patrols. in September. 


Kuwait arrested the son of Iranian-born Shia reli- 
gious leader Shaykh Abbas al-Mibri. stripped the 
family of its Kuwaiti stizenshre. sad deported 72 20 
Iran. Shia dissident lcader al-Akni rem*.ins under 
arrest in Sahrain. white Shaykh Muhammad Hadi 
al-Mudarrasi was deported from tc UAE and 


Bahrain. Arrests and deportations of Shia lerders 
because of their outspoken critic:sm of the ruling 
{amiiies serve as a warning to other Shia and leftist 
spokesmen to keep their comments anc political 
actvities within “reasonable” limits. Mihri and 
Mudarrasi were both representatives of Khomeini. 
and their deportations underlined Kuwaiti and Buh- 
taini apprehensions about Iranian attempts to exper 
tne revolution across the Gulf. 


© Saudi Arabia. concerned about efforts dy Iran to 
export its revolution and stir up the 125.000 Shias in 
the kingdom. cracked down on Iranian agitators 
visiting the kingdom for the Hajj. the annual Muslim 
pilgrimage to Mecca. Saudi officials. who reportccly 
had information that Palestinian pilgrims were 
involved with the Iranians in demonstrations against 
the Al Saud family. protested tie politicization of the 
Hajj to Iranian authorities and ordered ail Iranian 
pilgrims to leave the country immediately. Paradox- 
ically, the Saudis are also cooperating m=z closely 
with Iraq in the security field. 


© Asa result of the attempted takeover of the Great 
Mosque in Mecca. Saudi officials wil! now require 
security personnel to be present in mosques uuring 
Friday prayers. will permit only officially authorized 
imams or their representatives to sreak. and will 
intensify monitoring of student groups. 


e UAE security officisis have alerted military. pelice. 
and intelligence personnel to tighten secunty at ports 
of entry and especially in Ras ai-Khaymah,. where 
UAE officials are concerned about arms smuggling 
into Iranian Khuzisian Baluchistan. and Oman. 


© Bahrain. Abu Dhabi. and Dubai have tanned the 
sale of aicoholic beverages in most pub:.c places. a 
prohibition 'ong sought by the Saudis. 


© Saudi Arabia. Bahrain, Qatar. aad Kuwait are 
cutting back on theiz hiriag of Patestinizn teachers 
and are moving Palestinian skilled workers in the oil 
and other kcy industries to less sensitive jobs. 


© Kywait and Babraim are civing orcference to hiring 
non-Arab foreigners for specific yobs and durations 
to reduce the numbers of foreigners who stay in the 
country. 
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e Kuwait and Bahrain are talking about reopening 
their national assemblies, and Kuwait has formed a 
committee to revise its constitution. Although nei- 
ther country is expected to widen the political 
franchise—limited to native-born male citizens—or 
agree to any new power-sharing arrangements, it is 
possible Shias will receive more government atten- 
tion. 


External events have obvious'‘y aided atrempts by Gulf 
dissidents to rebuild their strength. The revolution in 
fraa, Arab rejection of the Camp David Accords, the 
deterioration of US influence because of its role in 
arranging those accords. the isolation of Egypt. the 
demonstration of Soviet military power in Afghanistan 
and political power in South Yemen. and the weaken- 
ing of the Saudi Arabian Government by ail these. plus 
the takeover of the Great Mosque in Mecca by Saudi 
dissidents. have all reinforced the view that the smaller 
Gulf states are more vuinerabie to political 
desiabilization. Gulf leaders at least see the dangers. 
but it remains questionable whether their response wis 
be more innovative than simple repression. 





